THE RISE OF A MIDDLE-CLASS TRADITION IN MEXICAN ART
Virginia B. Derr If the happenings in twentieth-century Mexican art could be translated into musical notation, the score would resemble a movement of a symphony with two major themes. The original theme, that of a Revolutionary art for the masses, was stated loudly and boldly at the opening of the movement. Slowly a counter-theme, that of a conservative art for the middle-class, began to emerge. The strains of the second theme have been especially perceptible since 1940; the two melodies have woven together in a counterpoint pattern for twenty years. Gradually, the conservative theme is becoming predominant over the everweakening notes of the radical one.
The Revolutionary Tradition in Mexican Art
The rise of a middle-class art in twentieth-century Mexico can best be understood when seen against the background of Revolutionary art out of which it is emerging. An art for the masses, with appropriate style, content, and purpose, has dominated the art scene since 1910, as a parallel movement accompanying the politico-social Revolution. During the initial military period painters joined together in collective endeavors to create a popular art, and were paid by the government to do so. Through the Ministry of Education, the government followed the policy of using the pictorial arts, especially mural paintings,1 as a means of educating the populace to the official philosophy of the Revolution, and as a means of instilling in the people a renewed respect for their own native Indian artistic traditions.
Thematically, art paralleled government, and a similarity was evident between national issues illustrated by painters and those emphasized by governments. The messages conveyed by the art of the early years were as militantly socialistic as were the Revolutionary reforms. Themes stressed by both political and artistic sermons were anti-foreignism, anti-clericalism, anti-capitalism, anti-fascism, anti-militarism, redistribu1Second only to murals, the graphic arts were popular as a medium for propagandizing and educating the masses through newspapers, magazines, and posters. 385
We are with those who seek the overthrow of an old and inhuman system within which you, worker of the soil, produce riches for the overseer and politician, while you starve. Within which you, worker in the city, move the wheels of industries, weave the cloth, and create with your hands the modern comforts enjoyed by the parasites and prostitutes, while your own body is numb with cold. Within which you, Indian soldier, heroically abandon your land and give your life in the eternal hope of liberating your race fram the degradation and misery of centuries.
Not only the noble labor but even the smallest manifestations of the material and spiritual vitality of our race spring from our native midst. Its admirable, exceptional, and peculiar ability to express beauty -the art of the Mexican people -is the highest and greatest spiritual expression of the world-tradition which constitutes our most valued heritage. It is great because it surges from the people; it is collective, and our own aesthetic aim is to socialize artistic expression, to destroy bourgeois individualism.
We repudiate so-called easel art and all such art which springs from ultra-intellectual circles, for it is essentially aristocratic.
We hail the monumental expression of art because such art is public property.
We proclaim that this being the moment of social transition from a decrepit to a new order, the makers of beauty must invest their greatest efforts in the aim of materializing an art valuable to the people; and our supreme objective in art, which is today an expression for individual pleasure, is to create beauty for all, beauty that enlightens and stirs to struggle.
Beginnings of Conservatism in the Socio-Political Milieu
Out of this foundation of radical policies, both in politics and in art, a more conservative trend has developed. During the four periods in twentieth-century Mexico's politico-social changes, the governments have successively favored four segments of society as having first claim on available national resources: the military (1910) (1911) (1912) (1913) (1914) (1915) (1916) (1917) (1918) (1919) (1920) (1921) (1922) (1923) (1924) , the urban workers (1924) (1925) (1926) (1927) (1928) (1929) (1930) (1931) (1932) (1933) (1934) , the rural peasants (1934) (1935) (1936) (1937) (1938) (1939) (1940) , and the industrialcommercial middle-classes .7 There have been indications of the roots of the present-day conservative countermovement ever since the inception of the Revolution itself. The Plutarco Elias Calles regime, 1924 to 1934, was the first to turn reactionary, by beginning to favor the incipient middle-class. Lazaro Cardenas, 1934 to 1940, maintained a satisfactorily peaceful coexistence with the Church and quieted most anti-clerical sentiments. The rehabilitation of the Church was possible because political power was now strong enough to allay fears of the Vatican as an external threat to the nation. The Cardenas administrattion featured the expropriation of foreign oil investments, allowing growing middle-class money to operate domestically the nation's own national resources. Industrialization, and its companion urbanization, began slowly in the early years of the century, becoming noticeable during the CArdenas period. Expansions in industry created increasing demands for the skills of the growing urban middle-class. Throughout the past fifty years the Revolution's emphasis on nativism, a program called Indianismo, declined in inverse proportion to the rise of a middleclass.
Since 1940, the middle-class has increased in size and influence to such an extent that it has been able to gain control of the government. The radical social reforms of the initial Revolution have been replaced by a moderate capitalism. The four presidents of this period, Avila Camacho, Miguel Aleman, Adolfo Ruiz Cortines, and Adolfo L6pez Mateos, generally have favored the commercial-industrial middle-classes rather than the lower-classes of laborers and farmers. Economic stability and growth, based on wise use of natural resources domestically controlled, has been closely related to the rise of the middle-class. All of these pictures were murals, in accordance with the nationalistic policy of public painting, in spite of their more or less non-nationalistic content. However, during the early 1920's there was a small amount of easel painting, which was officially considered non-Revolutionary and decadent, done by Francisco Goitia, Carlos Merida, Carlos Orozco Romero, and Manuel Rodrigues Lozano.
Growth of Conservative Elements in

1924-1934
Following the years of military control, the period 1924 to 1934 contained the blossoming of the urban labor segment and the suppression of painting. The artists had expected to find a true spokesman in the labor-minded Calles, for they, too, were great advocates of organized labor and considered themselves part of it. Calles, however, proved a disappointment to the radical artists, because he and his puppet-presidents extended little patronage to art; in fact, his regime later turned reactionary, favoring the upper-and middle-classes. Because of the absence of government commissions, artists were forced to look elsewhere for employment,10 and found support from some private sources, both commercial and individual. Two important mural commissions in private business houses went to Orozco and Revueltas. Orozco, true to his independent attitude toward the Revolution, felt free to express himself in Christian terms whenever he chose. It may be significant that when he repeated his earlier theme of "Christ Destroying His Own Cross," he did it outside of Mexico, at Dartmouth College in New Hampshire. Perhaps he recalled the damage done to his first one at the National Preparatory School; or perhaps, given the anti-clericalism of Calles, he hesitated to use a Christian theme inside the country. The painting was meant as a condemnation of the total human civilization, including, of course, a Revolutionary Mexico, which Christ no longer deemed worthy of his sacrifice.
Rufino Tamayo painted a non-Revolutionary, yet also non-Christian, series of murals for the Conservatory of Music in Mexico City on the universal subject of music. That the conservatory was vital enough to be redecorating indicates a growth in the class of people which patronized it, the formal study of music being pursued by the upper-and middle-classes of society, not the masses. Tamayo employed a preColumbian style to portray figures representing "Music," a nude "Intuition," a clothed "Intelligence," "Humanity," and "Song."
1934-1940
The presidential administration of Lazaro Cardenas, 1934 to 1940, marked the rebirth of the agrarian Revolution and of the artistic renaissance. The aesthetic leaders were encouraged once more by public sponsorship of art. In opposition to the radical Revolutionary policy of nationalistic isolation, Cardenas encouraged art commissioned by foreign patrons, for the purpose of promoting international good will by capitalizing on the artists' world-wide fame.
Reflecting the growing conservatism of the government, painters began to feel less restricted to Revolutionary themes. Art-for-art's-sake, instead of art-for-propaganda, had become an accepted philosophy. The illiterate masses were declining in official importance; thus, less attention was given to educating them through pictures. On the other hand, the intelligent bourgeoisie was increasing in official importance; thus, more art was produced to meet their demands. The non-Revolutionaries were often also non-muralists, rebelling against media, as well as thematic content and style. This was a "middle-class" symptom, for easel works could be privately owned, whereas murals were public property. Unfortunately, the vitality of the initial Revolutionary painting soon disintegrated into a "torpid exploitation of native subject matter which necessarily had to lead to a picturesque art in which the exoticism of the subject was the only -and very doubtful -contribution."20 "Mexican painting has lost its vigor and ought to come out of its ivory tower in order to recover its vitality,"21 according to Tamayo in a recent statement made to the press. He expressed regret that the Mexican art scene has become disastrously static, rigidly excluding new ideas and new painters. Referring to the Revolutionary art movement, he declared that the "realistic school has few members who can carry the torch left by Rivera and Orozco, and the other of the most reknowned muralists, Siqueiros, is practically inactive... A definite trend has developed, away from dependence on the federal government as the major patron of art, toward a combination of public and private patronage. This has had a close correlation with the change in government ideology from socialism toward capitalism. Just as the Mexican government has begun to encourage a satisfactory combination of private enterprise and government control of the economy, an eclectic rather than a dogmatic policy; art has become both socialistic and capitalistic, in that it is both publicly and privately patronized. Tamayo's ability to compose in three dimensions has been both praised and condemned. In a recent condemnation, it was written that all of his forms are on a single plane, superficially made to appear several.89 The same critic pointed out the artificiality of construction and composition, created by contrived diagonals and opposed arcs: the meaninglessness of the larger areas expose the absence of composition, in unity or contrast, which must have been intended. These criticisms were directed at one painting only, however. Ordinarily Tamayo Since 1940, painters have approved of the governmental emphasis on political democracy, government reforms, and civil rights. These are middle-class interests and needs, felt only after satisfying economic needs which provide for physical survival. The government has made efforts to improve relations with the Church and with foreign nations, and the artists have expressed diverse opinions in both areas. There has been less federal land and labor reform, and there has been less artistic attention paid to these earlier demands. The government's biggest concern and largest budget item has been industry and public works, and the painters have illustrated this interest.
As the Church has once again won greater acceptance in important segments of the middle-class, the art world has returned to the use of religious themes. The reverse is also true: the traditionally conservative Church, which has now developed its own more liberal program of social reform, is beginning to accept the Revolutionary art forms and subjects. "The clergy and the hierarchy are becoming more and more receptive to the idea of contemporary art."44 As usual, the most prevalent non-Revolutionary art theme during the present period has been sympathy toward the Church. Now that the Church is once more acceptable, Cantui is not alone in painting Christian themes; other artists have joined him, like Guillermo Meza, Charlot, and Leal. Orozco was unconsciously religious, and Maria Izquierda has relied thematically on the pagan Christianity which is a part of Mexico's synthesized mestizo culture. According to the theory of,"art for art's sake," the content of painting is irrelevant; it does not matter what one paints. This attitude implies no responsibility whatsoever to society, the only moral code being artistic ethics. That is, if a painter is honest in regard to himself and his craft, he earns the right to act without integrity toward the human community. Humanly detrimental themes may be illustrated, if done by means of excellent art techniques.
Opposition to militarism has been a middle-class characteristic in
At the opposite extreme, the use of painting for political and propaganda purposes, is equally uncommendable. Under the conditions of state-supported art, painters cannot retain their full freedom to pursue honestly and purely their creative vocation. "Just as Art for Art's sake simply disregards the world of morality, and the values of human life, and the fact that an artist is a man; so the motto Art for the People simply disregards the world of art itself, and the values of the creative intellect, and the fact that an artist is an artist."58 Jacques Maritain claims that the ideal role of the artist lies between these two poles. Painters do occupy a position of responsibility toward society, but "society" is an all-inclusive concept, of which the state is only the top level. The artist must dedicate himself to the edification of humanity. The only circumstance which can justify an official government art is the coincidence of these two values: an ideological art for the people of all classes, and the artistic genius creating for the good of the work.
The sympathetic critics of Mexico's radical painting, which began The second phase of the art movement in twentieth century Mexico, led by Tamayo, tends toward the philosophy of art-for-art's-sake, to preserve the values and standards and ethics of art per se. The original movement, led by Rivera and Siqueiros, tended toward a full-fledged state art for the people. Within the bounds of the Mexican nation, the world can observe an example in microcosm of the universal and endless dilemma of the responsibility of the artist.
In the case of Mexico, social, political, and economic reasons can be rallied to explain the shift in popularity of aesthetic philosophies. The growing strength of the middle-class parallels the growing appreciation for pure artistic values.
